social constructionism

social constructionism is a theoretical framework that explores how knowledge, concepts, and realities
are developed through social processes and interactions. It challenges the notion that reality is purely
objective, emphasizing instead how human perception and cultural contexts shape understanding. This
perspective is influential across various disciplines including sociology, psychology, education, and
communication studies. It highlights the role of language, power, and social norms in constructing what
societies accept as truth or reality. This article provides a comprehensive overview of social
constructionism, its origins, key principles, applications, critiques, and its impact on contemporary
thought. A deeper understanding of this concept offers valuable insights into how human experiences

and social phenomena are collectively formed and maintained.
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Origins and Historical Development

The foundations of social constructionism can be traced back to the mid-20th century, with significant
contributions from sociologists and philosophers who questioned the objectivity of knowledge. Central

figures such as Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann played pivotal roles in formalizing the theory



through their seminal work, "The Social Construction of Reality" published in 1966. This work
articulated how everyday knowledge and social reality are produced through interactions and shared

understandings.

Earlier philosophical influences include phenomenology and symbolic interactionism, which
emphasized subjective experience and the importance of symbols in communication. Social
constructionism evolved as a response to positivism, which advocated for empirical observation as the
sole method to uncover truth, instead proposing that knowledge is contingent on social contexts and

practices.

Influential Thinkers

Several scholars have shaped the development of social constructionism:

e Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann: Introduced the concept that reality is socially constructed

through habitual interactions and institutionalization.

¢ Michel Foucault: Explored the relationship between knowledge and power, emphasizing

discursive formations and how they shape societal norms.

» Erving Goffman: Focused on dramaturgical analysis, viewing social life as a series of

performances influenced by societal expectations.

Key Principles of Social Constructionism

Social constructionism is underpinned by several essential principles that distinguish it from other
epistemological approaches. It centers on the idea that meanings and knowledge are not inherent in

objects or phenomena but are created through social interaction and shared language.



Reality as a Social Product

This principle asserts that what is considered “real” is dependent on collective agreement and social
processes. Individuals and groups negotiate meanings, shaping their perceptions of reality, which can

vary across cultures and historical periods.

Language and Communication

Language is fundamental in social constructionism because it serves as the medium through which
reality is constructed and communicated. Words and discourses influence how people interpret

experiences and organize their social worlds.

Role of Power and Institutions

Power dynamics and institutional structures play a crucial role in maintaining and legitimizing
constructed realities. Those in positions of authority often influence dominant narratives and control the

production of knowledge.

Social Interaction and Meaning-Making

Meaning emerges through ongoing social interactions. Individuals continuously interpret and reinterpret

their experiences, contributing to the fluid and dynamic nature of social reality.

Applications of Social Constructionism

Social constructionism has been widely applied across various fields to analyze how social phenomena
are understood and organized. Its interdisciplinary nature allows for diverse applications that examine

culture, identity, knowledge, and social problems.



In Sociology

Sociologists use social constructionism to study how societies create and sustain norms, roles, and
institutions. Concepts such as gender, race, and class are examined as social constructs that influence

individual and collective experiences.

In Psychology

Psychological research informed by social constructionism investigates how identity and mental health
are shaped by social contexts and discourse. It challenges essentialist views of human behavior by

emphasizing the variability of self-concepts across cultures.

In Education

Educational theorists apply social constructionism to understand how knowledge is transmitted and
transformed within classrooms. This perspective encourages collaborative learning and critical thinking

about the sources and validity of information.

Examples of Constructed Social Phenomena

¢ Gender roles and identities

¢ Race and ethnicity categorizations

¢ Concepts of mental illness

e Social norms and moral values

e Economic classifications



Critiques and Limitations

While social constructionism offers valuable insights, it also faces several criticisms. Some argue that it
can lead to relativism, undermining the possibility of objective knowledge. Others point out potential

difficulties in addressing material realities and biological factors.

Relativism and Subjectivity

Critics contend that social constructionism’s emphasis on the socially contingent nature of knowledge
may result in the denial of universal truths or facts. This skepticism raises challenges for scientific

inquiry and policy-making.

Neglect of Material Conditions

Another critique is that social constructionism sometimes overlooks the influence of physical and
biological realities. For example, while gender is socially constructed, biological differences also play a

role in human experience.

Challenges in Empirical Research

The fluid and dynamic nature of constructed realities makes them difficult to measure and quantify.
This complexity poses methodological challenges for researchers attempting to study social

constructions systematically.

Social Constructionism in Contemporary Contexts

In the modern era, social constructionism continues to influence academic discourse and practical



approaches to social issues. It provides frameworks for understanding identity politics, media

representations, and the dynamics of social change.

Impact on Identity and Diversity Discussions

Social constructionist perspectives have enriched conversations about identity by highlighting the
fluidity and multiplicity of categories such as gender, race, and sexuality. This approach supports

inclusive and intersectional analyses that recognize varied experiences.

Role in Media and Communication

Media studies utilize social constructionism to explore how news, entertainment, and social media
shape public perceptions and reinforce or challenge dominant ideologies. It reveals the constructed

nature of reality as presented through different platforms.

Influence on Social Policy and Activism

Understanding social constructions aids policymakers and activists in addressing social inequalities
and injustices. By recognizing the socially constructed nature of categories like disability or poverty,

efforts can be made to reform institutions and cultural norms.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is social constructionism?

Social constructionism is a theory in sociology and philosophy that suggests that many aspects of our
reality, including knowledge, identity, and social norms, are not inherent or natural but are created

through social processes and interactions.



Who are the main theorists behind social constructionism®?

Key theorists include Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, who authored 'The Social Construction
of Reality,' as well as scholars like Michel Foucault and Kenneth Gergen who have contributed to the

development of social constructionist ideas.

How does social constructionism differ from realism?

While realism asserts that reality exists independently of human perceptions, social constructionism
argues that what we consider to be reality is largely shaped by social interactions and cultural norms,

meaning that knowledge and truth are constructed rather than discovered.

What are some examples of social constructs?

Examples include concepts like gender roles, race, money, and institutions such as marriage or
government, which have meanings and importance that are created and maintained through social

agreements and practices.

How is social constructionism applied in psychology?

In psychology, social constructionism influences understanding of identity, mental health, and behavior
by emphasizing that these are shaped by social contexts and language rather than solely by biology or

individual traits.

What criticisms exist against social constructionism?

Critics argue that social constructionism can lead to relativism, undermining objective truth and
scientific knowledge, and may overlook biological or material factors that influence human behavior

and social phenomena.

How does social constructionism impact education and learning?

Social constructionism impacts education by promoting collaborative learning, recognizing the role of

social context in knowledge creation, and encouraging critical thinking about how knowledge is formed



and whose perspectives are included or excluded.

Additional Resources

1. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge

This foundational book by Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann explores how knowledge and reality
are created through social interactions. It argues that what we perceive as reality is largely constructed
by social processes and shared understandings. The authors introduce key concepts such as
typification and institutionalization, making this work essential for anyone interested in social

constructionism.

2. Social Constructionism

Written by Vivien Burr, this book provides a clear and comprehensive introduction to social
constructionist theory. Burr discusses how social constructionism challenges traditional views of
knowledge and reality, emphasizing the role of language, culture, and power. The text includes

applications of social constructionism in various fields, including psychology and sociology.

3. Constructing Social Theories

By Arthur L. Stinchcombe, this book delves into the methodological and philosophical aspects of
constructing social theories. It highlights the importance of conceptual clarity and systematic reasoning
in understanding social phenomena. The book is useful for readers interested in the theoretical

underpinnings that support social constructionist perspectives.

4. Discourses in Social Constructionism

This edited volume brings together various authors who examine how language and discourse shape
our understanding of reality. It emphasizes the role of power, identity, and culture in the construction of
social worlds. The collection is valuable for exploring the intersection between discourse analysis and

social constructionism.

5. Social Constructionism in Nursing and Healthcare

Edited by Alison Kitson and others, this book applies social constructionist ideas to nursing and



healthcare practice. It discusses how patient experiences, iliness, and health are shaped through
social interactions and cultural meanings. The text encourages healthcare professionals to consider the

social contexts influencing health and caregiving.

6. Knowledge as Social Construct

This book examines the ways knowledge is produced and maintained within social contexts. It
challenges the notion of objective knowledge, proposing that what we accept as truth is contingent on
social agreements and power structures. The author explores implications for education, science, and

everyday life.

7. The Construction of Social Reality

Philosopher John R. Searle explores how social facts and institutions are created through collective
intentionality. The book provides a philosophical foundation for understanding social constructionism,
discussing concepts like speech acts and constitutive rules. It is a key text for readers interested in the

philosophical dimensions of social reality.

8. Social Constructionism and Psychology: A Critical Analysis of Theory and Practice

This book critiques traditional psychological theories by applying social constructionist perspectives. It
argues that psychological concepts and categories are not fixed but socially negotiated. The work is
important for those studying psychology, emphasizing the role of culture and language in shaping

mental health and behavior.

9. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity

Judith Butler's influential book applies social constructionist theory to gender and identity. Butler
challenges the idea of fixed gender categories, proposing that gender is performative and constructed
through repeated social practices. This work has been highly influential in gender studies, queer

theory, and social constructionism.
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social constructionism: An Invitation to Social Construction Kenneth J Gergen, 2009-02-19
Remains an authoritative overview of the field, but is now markedly more accessible. It will be
invaluable to students and scholars looking for a sustained and engaging inquiry into the premises
and practices of social constructionism. - Dr Matthew Adams, University of Brighton Kenneth
Gergen elegantly presents his constructionist ideas in a style that is both relational and inviting, and,
at the same time, comprehensive and thorough. By tracing the history of his ideas, he provides a
blueprint for others to follow by including further reflections and additional references. Dr Gergen
once again has paved the way for innovative, relational, and ethical ways of thinking about
pedagogy, research and practice. I strongly recommend this outstanding book for child and youth
care practitioners, social workers, counselors, mediators and psychologists. - Marie Hoskins,
Professor, School of Child and Youth Care, Faculty of Human and Social Development, University of
Victoria This aptly titled book provides an accessible theoretical introduction to social
constructionism applicable to numerous fields: therapy, education, research. As a teacher of Family
Therapy, this book provides a foundation for understanding social constructionist therapy models
and research and adds depth to my students understanding of these models. - Kevin Lyness, Antioch
University Reflecting the significant developments in constructivist thought and practice, the Second
Edition of An Invitation to Social Construction has been thoroughly revised and updated with
material on major new areas such as discourse analysis, action research, the body and
environmentalism. While still preserving the celebrated wide-ranging and profound approach of the
first, the Second Edition, now with pedagogical features throughout, is even more accessible for
students.

social constructionism: An Introduction to Social Constructionism Vivien Burr, 2006-07-13
Introduction to Social Constructionism is a readable and critical account of social constructionism
for students new to the field. Focusing on the challenge to psychology that social constructionism
poses, Viven Burr examines the notion of 'personality' to illustrate the rejection of essentialism by
social constructionists. This questions psychology's traditional understanding of the person. She
then shows how the study of language can be used as a focus for our understanding of human
behaviour and experience. This is continued by examining 'discourses' and their role in constructing
social phenomena, and the relationship between discourse and power. However, the problems
associated with these analyses are also clearly outlined. Many people believe that one of the aims of
social science should be to bring about social change. Viven Burr analyses what possibilities there
might be for change in social constructionist accounts. She also addresses what social
constructionism means in practice to research in the social sciences, and includes some guidelines
on undertaking discourse analysis. Introduction to Social Constructionism is an invaluable and clear
guide for all perplexed students who want to begin to understand this difficult area.

social constructionism: Social Construction Kenneth ] Gergen, Mary Gergen, 2003-04-03 This
reader introduces a number of important viewpoints central to social constructionism and charts the
development of social constructionist thought.

social constructionism: Social Constructionism Vivien Burr, 2004-06-02 This accessible, yet
scholarly, textbook aims to introduce students to the area of social science theory and research that
has come to be known as social constructionism. Using a variety of examples from everyday
experience and from existing research in areas such as personality, sexuality and health, the basic
theoretical assumptions of social constructionism are clearly explained. Key debates, such as the
nature and status of knowledge, truth, reality and the self are given in-depth analysis in an
accessible style. The theoretical and practical issues relevant to social constructionist research are
illustrated with examples from real empirical studies, and the different approaches to social
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constructionist research are clearly defined. While the text is broadly sympathetic to social
constructionism, the weaknesses of the approach are also addressed through a critical approach to
the material, and in the final chapter the theory is subjected to a more extensive critique. Social
Constructionism, Second Edition, extends and updates the material covered in the first edition and
will be a useful and informative resource for undergraduate and postgraduate students of
psychology, as well as students from related areas such as health, social work and education.

social constructionism: An Introduction to Social Constructionism Vivien Burr,
2006-07-13 An invaluable, clear guide to social constructionism for all perplexed students who want
to begin to understand this difficult area. Introduction to Social Constructionism is a readable and
critical account of social constructionism for students new to the field. Focusing on the challenge to
psychology that social constructionism poses, Vivien Burr examines the notion of 'personality’ to
illustrate the rejection of essentialism by social constructionists. This questions psychology's
traditional understanding of the person. She then shows how the study of language can be used as a
focus for our understanding of human behaviour and experience. This is continued by examining
'discourses' and their role in constructing social phenomena, and the relationship between discourse
and power. However, the problems associated with these analyses are also clearly outlined. Many
people believe that one of the aims of social science should be to bring about social change. Vivien
Burr analyses what possibilities there might be for change in social constructionist accounts. She
also addresses what social constructionism means in practice to research in the social sciences, and
includes some guidelines on doing discourse analysis.

social constructionism: Social Constructionism Vivien Burr, 2024-11-15 The fourth edition of
this seminal work introduces students to social constructionism. Using a variety of examples from
everyday experience and from existing research in areas such as personality, sexuality and health, it
clearly explains the basic theoretical assumptions of social constructionism. Drawing on a range of
empirical studies, the book clearly defines the various approaches to social constructionist theory
and research and explores the theoretical and practical issues they raise. It presents and analyses
key debates, such as the nature and status of knowledge, truth, reality, and the self, in an accessible
style. The new edition has been updated with relevant and contemporary references to aid
understanding of key theoretical and methodological issues. The author additionally utilises new
illustrative examples from research and contemporary life, such as the #MeToo movement,
BlackLivesMatter, and Post-Truth politics. The updated work has also been expanded to include an
extended discussion of affect and embodiment and a number of exercises to help illustrate important
concepts. Social Constructionism extends and updates the material covered in previous editions and
will be an invaluable and informative resource for undergraduate and postgraduate students of
Psychology, Sociology, Education, and other related disciplines.

social constructionism: The Social Construction of What? Ian Hacking, 1999 Lost in the raging
debate over the validity of social construction is the question of what, precisely, is being
constructed. Facts, gender, quarks, reality? Is it a person? An object? An idea? A theory? Each
entails a different notion of social construction, Ian Hacking reminds us. His book explores an array
of examples to reveal the deep issues underlying contentious accounts of reality. Especially
troublesome in this dispute is the status of the natural sciences, and this is where Hacking finds
some of his most telling cases, from the conflict between biological and social approaches to mental
illness to vying accounts of current research in sedimentary geology. He looks at the issue of child
abuse—very much a reality, though the idea of child abuse is a social product. He also cautiously
examines the ways in which advanced research on new weapons influences not the content but the
form of science. In conclusion, Hacking comments on the “culture wars” in anthropology, in
particular a spat between leading ethnographers over Hawaii and Captain Cook. Written with
generosity and gentle wit by one of our most distinguished philosophers of science, this wise book
brings a much needed measure of clarity to current arguments about the nature of knowledge.

social constructionism: Social Constructionism Andy Lock, Tom Strong, 2010-03-25 Social
Constructionism: Sources and Stirrings in Theory and Practice offers an introduction to the different



theorists and schools of thought that have contributed to the development of contemporary social
constructionist ideas, charting a course through the ideas that underpin the discipline. From the
New Science of Vico in the 18th century, through to Marxist writers, ethnomethodologists and
Wittgenstein, ideas as to how socio-cultural processes provide the resources that make us human
are traced to the present day. Despite constructionists often being criticised as 'relativists', 'activists'
and 'anti-establishment' and for making no concrete contributions, their ideas are now being
adopted by practically-oriented disciplines such as management consultancy, advertising, therapy,
education and nursing. Andy Lock and Tom Strong aim to provoke a wider grasp of an alternative
history and tradition that has developed alongside the one emphasised in traditional histories of the
social sciences.

social constructionism: Social construction and social constructionism The Open
University, This 1-hour free course examined the terms 'social construction' and 'social
constructionism' which are frequently used in the social sciences.

social constructionism: Social Constructionism, Discourse and Realism Ian Parker, 1998-04-28
This book charts a clear and accessible path through some of the key debates in contemporary
psychology. Drawing upon the wider critical and discursive turn in the human sciences, Social
Constructionism, Discourse and Realism explores comprehensively the many claims about what we
can know of "reality’ in social constructionist and discursive research in psychology. Relativist
versus realist tensions go to the heart of current theoretical and methodological issues, not only
within psychology but across the social and human sciences. By mapping the connections between
theory, method and politics in social research and placing these within the context of the broader
social constructionist and discursive debates, the internationally renowned contributors offer the
reader an invaluable survey of the debates.

social constructionism: Social Constructionisms Titus Hjelm, 2014-05-22 Social
constructionism is one of the key ideas in the social sciences, offering different frameworks for
understanding the human world. But what does it mean when we say that something is 'socially
constructed'? What exactly do we construct in our social interaction? And what actually 'does’' the
constructing? This dynamic text invites critical reflection on these questions and more, outlining the
various ways that social constructionist theory has been utilised in the social sciences. Hjelm
introduces the basic assumptions of social constructionism - before examining the differences
between various constructionist traditions and perspectives - from Berger and Luckmann's sociology
of knowledge, to constructionist approaches in social psychology and discourse analysis. Through a
diverse range of case studies on religion, crime, gender and the media, the chapters demonstrate
how to apply constructionist ideas in empirical social research. Social Constructionisms is thus an
invaluable source for students and scholars across the social sciences.

social constructionism: Reconsidering Social Constructionism James A. Holstein, Gale Miller,
2006-10-01 With the impact of social interactionist and ethnographic methodology twenty-five years
ago, the research agenda in social problems began to shift its focus, giving rise to the Social
Constructionism movement. The present volume and the related shorter text, Constructionist
Controversies, review the substantial contributions made by social constructionist theorists over that
period, as well as recent debates about the future of the perspective. These contributions redefine
the purpose and central questions of social problems theory and articulate a research program for
analyzing social problems as social constructions. A generation of theorists has been trained in the
constructionist perspective and has extended it through numerous analyses of diverse aspects of
contemporary social life. The debates in this volume pose fundamental questions about the major
assumptions of the perspective, the ways in which it is practiced, and the purposes of social
problems theory. Their point of departure is Ibarra and Kitsuse's essay, cutting new theoretical
ground in calling for investigating vernacular resources, especially rhetorical forms, in the social
problems process. Contributors are forceful proponents both within and outside of the social
constructionist community, who take a broad array of positions on the current state of social
problems theory and on the rhetorical forms that need exploring. They also lay down the general




lines for diverse and often competing programs for the future development of the constructionist
agenda. James A. Holstein is professor in and chair of the Department of Social and Cultural
Sciences, Marquette University. He is the editor of Social Problems. He has published over
three-dozen books on topics such as the family, metal health and illness, social problems, the self,
and quantitative research methods. Gale Miller is professor of sociology, Marquette University. His
recent research focuses on social problems theory, and the social organization and use of language
in everyday life, particularly in human service organizations. He has published 24 books and many
scholarly articles.

social constructionism: Social Constructionism in Housing Research Jim Kemeny,
2017-05-15 By stressing the importance of subjectivity and interpretation, social constructionism
offers a different conception of reality from the traditional approach to housing policy analysis. This
book provides an up-to-date review of the social constructionist perspective and considers its
philosophical basis. It discusses how social problems are constructed and, in turn, how this informs
policy-making. It is divided into two parts. The first section is theoretical and discusses the variety of
conceptual approaches utilised within the constructionist paradigm. The second part provides a
number of empirically based case studies from the UK and Australia to illustrate the different
methodologies that form the social constructionist corpus. The book also evaluates both the
criticisms that have been made against the social constructionist perspective and the strengths and
weaknesses of constructionist methods. It therefore contributes to the development of a future
research agenda for social constructionist research in housing and urban policy.

social constructionism: The Reality of Social Construction Dave Elder-Vass, 2012-04-23
Argues that versions of realist and social constructionist ways of thinking about the social world are
compatible with each other.

social constructionism: Reconsidering Social Constructionism Gale Miller, 2017-09-29
With the impact of social interactionist and ethnographic methodology twenty-five years ago, the
research agenda in social problems began to shift its focus, giving rise to the Social Constructionism
movement. The present volume and the related shorter text, Constructionist Controversies, review
the substantial contributions made by social constructionist theorists over that period, as well as
recent debates about the future of the perspective. These contributions redefine the purpose and
central questions of social problems theory and articulate a research program for analyzing social
problems as social constructions. A generation of theorists has been trained in the constructionist
perspective and has extended it through numerous analyses of diverse aspects of contemporary
social life.The debates in this volume pose fundamental questions about the major assumptions of
the perspective, the ways in which it is practiced, and the purposes of social problems theory. Their
point of departure is Ibarra and Kitsuse's essay, cutting new theoretical ground in calling for
investigating vernacular resources, especially rhetorical forms, in the social problems
process.Contributors are forceful proponents both within and outside of the social constructionist
community, who take a broad array of positions on the current state of social problems theory and
on the rhetorical forms that need exploring. They also lay down the general lines for diverse and
often competing programs for the future development of the constructionist agenda.

social constructionism: Examining Mental Health through Social Constructionism
Michelle O'Reilly, Jessica Nina Lester, 2017-09-26 This book explores social constructionism and the
language of mental distress. Mental health research has traditionally been dominated by genetic and
biomedical explanations that provide only partial explanations. However, process research that
utilises qualitative methods has grown in popularity. Situated within this new strand of research, the
authors examine and critically assess some of the different contributions that social constructionism
has made to the study of mental distress and to how those diagnosed are conceptualized and
labeled. This will be an invaluable introduction and source of practical strategies for academics,
researchers and students as well as clinical practitioners, mental health professionals, and others
working with mental health such as educationalists and social workers.

social constructionism: Social Construction in Context Kenneth J Gergen, 2001-04-03 This



latest book by one the world’s leading protagonists in the field will be welcomed not just by
psychologists but by students, academics and professionals interested in social constructionism
across a wide range of subjects. Social Construction in Context explores the potentials of social
constructionist theory when placed in diverse intellectual and practical contexts. It demonstrates the
achievements of social constructionism, and what it can now offer various fields of inquiry, both
academic, professional and applied, given the proliferation of the theory across the social sciences
and humanities. First order issues of concern within the academic world, objectivity, truth, power
and ideology, are now being augmented by widespread developments in practice - therapeutic,
pedagogical, organizational and political. This book looks closely at these developments and
examines both the positive potentials and limitations of social constructionist theory when applied to
a variety of domains. It has been written in an accessible and scholarly manner making it suitable for
a wide-ranging readership.

social constructionism: The Social Construction of Climate Change Mary E. Pettenger,
2007-01-01 Adopting two constructivist perspectives - norm-centred and discourse - to explore the
social construction of climate change from a broad, theoretical level to particular cases, this volume
offers a greater understanding of why current efforts to mitigate

social constructionism: The Social Construction of Public Administration Jong S. Jun,
2012-02-01 In this conceptual guided tour of contemporary public administration, Jong S. Jun
challenges the limitations of the discipline which, he argues, make it inadequate for understanding
today's complex human phenomena. Drawing on examples and case studies from both Eastern and
Western countries, he emphasizes critical and interpretive perspectives as a counterforce to the
instrumental-technical rationality that reduces the field to structural and functionalist views of
management. He also emphasizes the idea of democratic social construction to transcend the field's
reliance on conventional pluralist politics. Jun stresses that public administrators and institutions
must create opportunities for sharing and learning among organizational members and must
facilitate interactive processes between public administrators and citizens so that the latter can
voice their problems and opinions. The future role of public administrators will be to transcend the
limitations of the management and governing of modern public administration and to explore ways
of constructing socially meaningful alternatives through communicative action and the participation
of citizens.

social constructionism: The Social Construction of Global Corruption Elitza Katzarova,
2018-12-06 This book offers new ways of thinking about corruption by examining the two distinct
ways in which policy approaches and discourse on corruption developed in the UN and the OECD.
One of these approaches extrapolated transnational bribery as the main form of corrupt practices
and advocated a limited scope offense, while the other approach tackled the broader structure of the
global economic system and advocated curbing the increasing power of multinational corporations.
Developing nations, in particular Chile, initiated and contributed much to these early debates, but
the US-sponsored issue of transnational bribery came to dominate the international agenda. In the
process, the ‘corrupt corporation’ was supplanted by the ‘corrupt politician’, the ‘corrupt public
official’ and their international counterpart: the ‘corrupt country’. This book sheds light on these
processes and the way in which they reconfigured our understanding of the state as an economic
actor and the multinational corporation as a political actor.
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